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By Dennis M. Erickson
UM Information Services
MISSOULA-What has blinking lights, a small furnace, is housed on the fourth floor of the
University of Montana Science Complex and can almost tell the future?
The answer is the new DuPont Thermal Evolution Analyzer (TEA), recently purchased by
the UM Department of Chemistry.

The TEA is a three-part system used to measure the

combustibility of organic elements, such as wood, cotton or paper.
According to Dr. Ronald Susott, a postdoctoral fellow in chemistry at UM,
combustibility of elements is tested by placing sample materials into the TEA's shoe
box-size furnace, increasing the heat in the furnace and observing and measuring the
chemical processes of combustion of the material.
Susott said future data compiled from testing the combustibility of materials with
the TEA could help in fire prevention programs, determining whether certain fabrics meet
minimum safety requirements for combustibility or for deciding what materials to use in
building a house.
The super-sensitive TEA is also capable of measuring one part per million of organic
pollutants in air or water and could be used to monitor pollution changes in the
environment.
But for right now, the $15,000 worth of equipment is being used by the UM Wood
Chemistry Laboratory in conjunction with the U.S. Forest Service and National Science
Foundation to study the combustibility of forest fuels.
TEA's prophetic abilities are being put to use.
- more -

The latter project is where the
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By taking samples of forest fuels such as pine needles, soil, leaves and branches
from different areas and running these samples through the TEA to determine how easily
they will burn, scientists can predict what path a fire would take in burning up the
available fuel in these areas.
For example, if fuel samples were taken from two areas adjacent to a forest fire and
the fuels from one area were found to be more ignitable than the fuels from the other area,
scientists could reason that the fire would probably first spread to the area that
contained the more combustible fuel.

Using this method, firefighters could predict the

course of a fire and take precautionary measures to prevent the fire from spreading to
the more combustible forest areas.
Susott said the machine, which can be used many different 1vays, is now being used on
two different projects, one to determine combustibility of organic matter and another to
-

test the organic material content of the water in thejLake

~laci~

drainage in an effort

to determine whether there has been an increase in organic matter in the water and if so,
to measure its effects on water quality in / Lake W_J.acid, which is about 60 miles northeast
of Missoula.
"The TEA is booked up for a while until we can finish our current projects," Susott
said, "After that, there are many other projects we can use the instrument on."
Susott, who has gained national recognition for his work in the field of fire
research, said the TEA was purchased with money from portions of several grants the UM
Wood Chemistry Laboratory has received from national agencies for research projects.
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